291.   WHAT DO CHILDREN UNDERSTAND?*
A student of the Gujarat Vidyapith writes to say:1
I have been unable to go through the articles from which
extracts have been given in this letter. It is not always possible
to interpret rightly a passage taken from an article without refer-
ence to the context. Nevertheless, it is not difficult for me to
reply to the question without reading the original article, as the
idea in the passages quoted above is based on my own experience.
In this context, the reader should understand a child to mean
not a child of two but a child of the age at which he or she is
normally admitted to school.
From the fact that children fall asleep when I read the
Gita, it cannot be concluded that their understanding is deficient.
It may be said that I am unable to create interest in my reading
the Gita, it may even be the case that the child is tired at that
time. I have often seen children asleep while they are being
taught arithmetic, told amusing stories or when taken to see a
play. I have also seen adults dozing while the Gita or other
scriptures are being read. Hence, when considering the question
posed above, we should leave out of account the fact of children
falling asleep or displaying lack of interest.
These doubts should not arise in the mind of anyone to
whom it is as clear as daylight that the child's soul existed before
he or she was born, that the soul has no beginning and knows no
such states as childhood, youth and old age. It is because of our
connection with the physical form, because of the current trends
of thought and because of our disinclination to go deep into the
matter that we conclude that the child knows only how to play
or, at the most can write the alphabet and, going further, can
memorize the tongue-twisting names of the rivers, etc,, of Europe and
America and understand the history and learn the names, although
difficult to pronounce, of the kings, plunderers and killers of vari-
ous countries.
My own experience is the very opposite of this. The ideal of
soul, truth and love can easily be put before children in language
which they can understand. I have heard not one but many children,
who have no knowledge of the world, ask about a dead person:
1 This letter is not translated here. The correspondent had stated that
Gandhiji's writings showed that he expected too much from children.